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The Dance of St. Mary Magdalene,
iI519

FORTY-THREE HUMAN FIGURES, four angels, and nine animals
dramatically tell the story of Mary Magdalene in three epi-
sodes beginning chronologically in the foreground with
her worldly life. Surrounded by couples who, like herself,
seem to have stepped out of Lucas’ milieu,! Mary dances
to the music of the fife and drum. The sinful nature of this
entertainment is indicated by Sebastian Brant’s words:

I'd take all those for fools almost

Who skill and joy in dancing boast,

Cavorting, prancing as they must,

With weary feet in dirt and dust,

But later than I called to mind,
That dance and sin are one in kind. . . .?

This scene depicts the Magdalene in her role as a courte-
san, a role which has no biblical foundation, although it
figures in German, French, and English mystery plays, in
vernacular songs, and in didactic exempla of the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries.? Jean Michel’s Mystére de la Pas-
sion of 1486 has been suggested in particular as the source
for the interpretation of the loving couples. In the play,
Mary Magdalene symbolizes both the five senses and the
seven deadly sins.* The latter association derives from the
biblical passage in which the Magdalene casts out seven
devils (Luke 8:2), who were first explained by Gregory the
Great as the seven vices.> Michel’s play may also be the
source of the musical accompaniment. In the drama, when
Mary Magdalene and her two maids first appear on the
stage, Mary suggests that they sing “some new songs” and
live “the joyous life,” after which they sing a “popular
song of their own choice.”®

There are also other connections to the theater. Like
Diirer’s moralist in his depictions of The Ship of Fools and
The Freydal, Lucas’ fool wears a cameo sleeve weighted
down by a tassel, thus acknowledging the convention for
the costume of “fous” and “sots” who played on tempo-
rary stages set up in towns and villages.” The seated man
on the right with a wreath on his head resembles the
actor-poet in Hans Burgkmair’s Triumphzug of 1512-1518,
illustrations which Stella Newton feels are probably the
most faithful surviving records of a stage production of the
Renaissance.®

The specific subject of the dancing Magdalene had no
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precedent in the visual arts, this image being entirely of
Lucas’ own invention.” However, the actual disposition of
the group does recall the popular love gardens and courtly
dances of Lucas’ predecessors. In particular, two pictorial
sources have been cited: Diirer’s drawing in the Ashmo-
lean Museum entitled The Pleasures of the World and Israhel
van Meckenem’s print entitled The Feast of Herod.'® Other
possible sources for Lucas’ engraving are two love gardens
by the Master of the Love Gardens and The Ball by Master
mz."

The scene in the middle ground is also extremely unu-
sual.'? The interpretation of the Magdalene as a huntress
on horseback has eluded scholars. Perhaps it is another in-
stance of her courtly life in the world.

In the background, a tiny vignette shows the nude Mag-
dalene being lifted to heaven by four angels from her her-
mitage at St. Baume in southern France.'? This is the
more traditional representation of the repentant sinner, a
subject which Lucas himself depicted over ten years earlier
(B. 123).14

In view of its complex landscape setting and wealth of
narrative detail, a remarkable feature of this print is its
clarity and orderliness. As a well-orchestrated composition
on an impressively ambitious scale, this engraving stands
as a tour de force both in the artist’s own career and in the
history of printmaking.

Due to the size of the plate, most impressions are un-
evenly printed. The Philadelphia impression has been se-
lected because, despite its several printing flaws, it conveys
the artist’s atmospheric interests more clearly than any
other example available in the United States.

There is a slip stroke (of approximately two inches) in
the mountains running from the freestanding tree on the
left toward the lower right edge of the picture. It does not
always print, and when it does, it is apparent only in the
earliest impressions. The same is true of another stroke
through the dog to the right of the tree on the right; this
line grows faint in later impressions. The horizontal wip-
ing scratches in the sky to the right of the mountain and
on the cartouche at the bottom also tend to disappear with
wear. However, caution must be noted in using these lines
as reliable indicators of wear.
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Not surprisingly, the large format has caused preserva-
tion problems. Most prints have been folded vertically,
probably for storage in portfolios, and have suffered tears,
abrasions, and even punctures. This one has been cut on
the borderline along all the edges, except on the right side.
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